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ABSTRACT

INCORPORATING HOLISTIC ACTIVITIES
INTO A FIRST GRADE
PHONICS-BASED BASAL READING PROGRAM

by
Kristine Marie Williams
August, 2000

This project reviews the literature on basal reading programs, the whole language

(

approach, and phonics instruction. The related research was used to identify the need for
a more balanced approach to elementary reading instruction. Holistic strategies, based on
the whole language philosophy, were explained. These strategies were applied to a first
grade phonics-based basal reading program. Lessons and activities were developed to
integrate holistic strategies with the phonics-based basal reading program. Implications
for further research and teacher training were discussed.
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CHAPTER 1
Background of the Project
Statement
The Commission on Reading report, Basal Readers and the State ofAmerican

ReadJng Jnstrur;:tion; A Call.for Action (1989) states concerns about basal reading
programs:
There is a significant gap between how reading is learned and how it is taught and
assessed in the vast majority of our classrooms today. This gap is perpetuated by the
basal reading series that dominate reading instruction in roughly 90 percent of the
elementary classrooms in the United States (p.896).
Basal reading programs are the core of reading instruction in most American
classrooms. According to Flood and Lapp (1986), 92% to 98% of primary classrooms in
the United States use basal readers, workbooks, and teachers' manuals daily. This
evidence reflects how instrumental basal reading programs are in American reading
instruction.
A basal reading program is a set of leveled materials sequenced in skills and
arranged to provide reading instruction in elementary and middle school classrooms
(Reutzel and Cooter, 1996). Basal readers come complete as " ... a package designed to
address a wide range of reading related skills from diagnosis to literacy appreciation"
(McCallum, 1988, p.205). At the heart of the basal reader series is the teacher's manual.
This manual provides a scope and sequence of the program, a reduced version of the
student's text, and detailed lesson plans.
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Each student reads out of an anthology containing a collection of stories, poems,
songs, jokes, informational essays, and expository text selections. Some of the stories are
original text from classic children's authors, and others have been adapted or created by
the basal reader authors (Reutzel and Cooter, 1996).
Another s1,ibstantial component of the basal reader is student workbooks. These
offer students the chance to independently practice skills and may also be used as an
assessment tool. End-of-unit or end-of-book tests are also included with the program to
evaluate student's progress (Reutzel and Cooter, 1996).
Most basals also include a management system. This form of record keeping is
used to track teaching and learning growth. Many basal reader publishers offer additional
supplemental materials such as big books, filmstrips, charts, videotapes, computer
software, and word and picture cards (Reutzel and Cooter, 1996). Basal reader
publishers and supporters state that having everything needed for reading instruction
together in a complete system helps teachers manage the complicated task ofreading
instruction and provides structure and consistency to lessons (Goodman, Shannon,
Freeman, and Murphy, 1988).
In a phonics-based basal reading program, phonics is the basic decoding strategy.
Letter-sound correspondence and instruction in blending words is introduced early and
strongly reinforced. The goal of a phonics-based program is to produce skilled,
independent decoders by the end of second grade. Direct instruction on letter knowledge
and phonemic awareness takes place before and during the introduction of sound/spelling
associations (Open Court, 1995).
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Whole language advocates argue that literacy does not result from a kit complete
with a script, workbook pages, and success measured by end-of-the-unit tests. Instead,
literacy instruction is constructed from real literature, natural language, and purposeful
activities (Goodman, 1986). Through his research, Smith (1994) has concluded that,
" ... they [children] cannot learn from the more structured, systematic 'reading skills'
programs where eve1y supposed learning step is predetermined for the child.... Only
people - and written language itself - can demonstrate how written language is used"
(p.208).
Whole language practitioners surround children in a print-rich environment full of
books, magazines, newspapers, posters, signs, student-authored books, and every kind of
appropriate print. Children learn best with real, authentic, meaningful resources to read
and interact with (Goodman, 1986). The sum is greater than its parts, is the central
premise of whole language. Language should always be kept whole and never broken
down into abstract pieces according to Fountas and Hannigan (1989).
On the other side of the spectrum, basal readers break down whole, meaningful
texts into skills that may hold very little meaning for young children. The American
basal reader is primarily organized to teach skills so that children can identify words.
Basal readers use controlled vocabulary so each new word is repeated several times and
few words are introduced at the same time. This method results in stories that are
synthetic and may not match the natural structure oflanguage. Students in basal programs
may often become preoccupied with skills and stop focusing on meaning and expression
in reading and writing. Children are at risk of becoming "word callers" and focusing only
on decoding (Goodman, Shannon, Freeman, and Murphy, 1988).
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Teachers must use their knowledge of children, developmental stages, and reading
acquisition to find a method that will include the strengths of both approaches. By
incorporating whole language activities into the phonics-based basal reading program,
teachers and, most importantly, students benefit from the best of both worlds. "Written
language is like a safe-deposit box: more than one key is needed to unlock it, and
children need all the keys we can give them" (Heymsfeld, 1989, p. 65).
Pumose
The purpose of this project is to construct a teacher's handbook that explains
holistic strategies, based on the whole language philosophy, which can be integrated into
a phonics-based first grade basal reading program. The teacher's handbook identifies and
describes four classroom strategies: decoding by analogy, contextual analysis, the shared
book experience, and reader's theater. Accompanying each strategy is a sample lesson
plan that demonstrates the application of the strategy using one story from the Open
Court: Collections for Young Scholars Reading Series (1995) first grade phonics-based

basal reading program.
Significance
The traditional method of teaching reading using the basal reading program omits
meaning centered activities, teacher judgement, authentic texts, learner responsibility,
and the consideration of student interest and needs (Weaver, 1990). Incorporating
holistic strategies into the basal reading program may help combine theory and practice,
and strengthen the effectiveness ofreading instruction. Goodman (1986) supports
teachers using their knowledge of child development, learning theory, and research to
determine what is best for their students. "They [teachers] vary the use of adopted texts
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and prescribed cuITicula to meet the needs of their pupils in accordance with their best
professional judgment" (p.29). Whole language provides a promising framework for
developing learner based, rather than text or teacher based, classroom instruction
(Goodman, 1986).
Whole language still seems highly theoretical to many teachers. Some teachers
are mandated by district or school requirements to use the basal. Yet still, some teachers
are simply not willing to abandon the basal completely. It is important that written
guidelines and suggestions for the teacher's role in directing and supporting student
learning be made available for teachers who recognize the importance of learning in an
environment that is purposeful, authentic, and meaningful (Altwerger & Flores, 1989).
Strategies to incorporate holistic activities into basal programs will be extremely helpful
to these teachers.
Scope
An extensive search was conducted to identify research data related to whole

language, basal reading programs, phonics, and the balanced reading approach. Four
strategies were identified for use in the first grade classroom. The phonics-based basal
reading program, Open Court: Collections for Young Scholars (1995) was used to
develop sample lesson plans, which were based on the whole-part-whole format as
advocated by Strickland (1998). The strategies focus on integrating holistic activities,
based on the whole language philosophy, within the basal reading program. Each lesson
centers on one or more reading skill areas and coITesponds to the Washington State
Essential Academic Learning Requirements. The author utilized published curriculum
materials, library resources, and related literature to collect data.
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Limitations

It should be noted that the literature reviewed and the strategies collected focused
on first grade elementary students in formal classroom settings. Issues related to other
grade levels, special needs children, English as second language students, and high-risk
students were not addressed.
Definition of Terms
The following terms are defined for the purpose of this project.
Analogy Strategy. The use of familiar words and parts or words to figure out unfamiliar
words (Moustafa, 1997).
Basal reading program. "A collection of student texts and workbooks, teacher's manuals,
and supplemental materials for developmental reading and sometimes writing instruction,
used chiefly in the elementary and middle school grades" (Harris, and Hodges, 1995,
p.8).
Contextual Analysis. The use of all three language cueing systems, syntax,
graphophonics, and semantics, to identify unknown words (Reutzel and Cooter, 1996).
Holistic Approach. "Teaching in which subject matter is kept intact rather than separated
into parts for instructional purposes, as the integration of speaking, listening, writing, and
reading into a unified approach to literacy instruction" (Harris, and Hodges, 1995, p.l 08).
Onset. Any consonant sounds that come before a vowel in a syllable (Moustafa and
Maldonado-Colon, 1999).
Phonics. "A way of teaching reading and spelling that stresses symbol-sound
relationships, used especially in beginning instruction" (Harris, and Hodges, 1995,p. l 86).
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Phonics-Based Basal Reading Program. A basal reading program where phonics is the
basic decoding strategy (Open Court, 1995).
Reader's Theater. "An interpretive reading activity in which readers use their voices to
bring characters to life" (Martinez, Roser, and Strecker, 1999, p.326).
~ - The vowel and any consonant sounds that come after if in a syllable (Moustafa
and Maldonado-Colon, 1999).
Shared Book Experience. An instructional strategy where enlarged print is used to share
literacy materials with a group of children, teach beginning literacy skills, and develop
reading strategies (Harris, and Hodges, 1995).
Whole language. An educational philosophy that is based on research from converging
disciplines that together provided a strong theory ofleaming and oflanguage, a view of
teaching and the role of teachers in fostering learning, and a language and learner
centered view of curriculum (Goodman, 1986).
Whole Language Approach. "Whole language is an approach that teaches reading as a
holistic activity: reading is at all times treated as an integrated behavior, never broken
into separate skills. The emphasis is always on meaning, and materials are expected to be
real and relevant (Heymsfeld, 1989, p.65).

CHAPTER2
Review of Related Literature
Introduction
The review of related literature was divided into: basal reading programs, the
theoretical basis of whole language and the research that supports its efficacy, and
reading beyond the basal. Within each topic, the key characteristics, benefits, and
criticisms were examined.
Basal Reading Programs
Basal readers have been the primary tool for reading instruction used in
classrooms since the 1800's. What is considered the ancestor of present day series was
first published in 1836 by William H. McGuffey and was known as McGuffey's Eclectic
Readers (Goodman, Shannon, Freeman, and Murphy, 1988). In these texts, phonics was

the primary instructional method, " ... reading instruction directed children from letters
and their pronunciation to words and then to simple sentences" (p.6). It didn't take long
for other publishers to produce their own basal series. Silver Burdett and Company
published basals in 1894 and by 1912 Ginn and Company had a reading series too. These
and other publishers paved the way for the Dick and Jane stories, which became the
model for the basals of the 1940's, 1950's, and even 1960's (Aukerman, 1981). Basal
readers still remain critical to reading instruction. According to The Commission on
Reading report, Basal Readers and the State ofAmerican Reading Instruction: A Call for
Action (1989)," ... basal reading series dominate reading instruction in roughly 90

percent of the elementary classrooms in the United States" (p.896).
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Basal reading programs are designed to offer the classroom teacher a complete set
of instructional materials. Basal publishers claim their programs are an all-inclusive,
sequential collection of manuals, texts, and workbooks that can teach children how to
read regardless of teacher competence or learner differences (Goodman et al., 1988).
Most basals have common elements shared by all grade levels and p\lblishing companies.
These elements include: beginning picture books with simple captions, new words in
each lesson, word-identification based on phonics, comprehension questions, detailed
lesson plans for teachers, wide range of literacy gemes, student workbooks to practice
skills, and tests to detetmine mastery (Aukerman, 1981). At the core of all basal reading
programs is the teacher's manual. This guidebook outlines a sequenced schedule for the
basal stories and sets the skill objectives for each lesson (Shannon, 1989).
In Support of Basal Reading Programs
Basal reading programs have many advantages in elementary classrooms. Basal
programs save teachers an ab\lildant amo\lilt of time in preparation of materials and
organizing lessons (Squire, 1989). They help teachers apply educational research into
teaching practices (McCall=, 1988). Many teachers rely on the basal manuals for
instructional support, guidance, and ideas (Baumann and Heubach, 1996; McCallum,
1988). Basal reading programs also supply an instant stock of literature and reading
resources in the classroom (Winograd, 1989).
One of the most valuable features of basal reading programs is their organized
framework for reading instruction. Creating all the materials and sequencing all the
lessons that are included in the basal program would take teachers an enormous amo\lilt
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of time. When teachers are under pressure from administrators, parents, and the clock,
this just is not feasible (McCallurn, 1988).
Reading experiences of the kind provided in basals are possible in any classroom,
of course, where teachers are widely read in children's literature, have plentiful
resources, and time to choose and select. But experience tells us that few
classroom teachers have the required time or resources (Squire, 1989, p.255).
Since basal programs come complete with all the needed materials, a scope and
sequence of skills, and assessment instruments, it creates a manageable package for
teachers to control (McCallurn, 1988).
There are numerous theories and studies on how children learn to read, each
claiming reasons and evidence about how reading should be taught. Deciphering the
research and implementing it into the classroom can be a near impossible task (Winograd,
1989). It often takes several decades for educators to apply research theories into
classroom activities. However, "Basals help fill the gap between research and practice by
translating research findings into instructional practices which meet the constraints under
which teachers operate" (McCallurn, 1988, p. 205). Basal reading series reduce the
uncertainty and confusion of coordinating reading instruction (Winograd, 1989).
Another definite advantage of basal reading programs is that they provide strong
support for teachers. Pre-service teachers don't always get adequate training in reading
instruction and basal manuals provide a readily accessible resource. McCallum (1988)
equates basals with on-the-job training for teachers. When new teachers are faced with
endless planning and management tasks, basals offer a reliable program to follow that is
already structured.
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Baumann and Heubach (1996) conducted a study in which 553 teachers were
surveyed to find out their opinions and use of basals. It was found that, " ... basal
materials may actually empower teachers by providing them instructional suggestions to
draw from, adapt, or extend" (p.524). Many teachers in the study reported that the
teachers' manual sparked new ideas, renewed old ideas, and provided an opportunity to
build on activities in the manual.
Basal reading programs provide a common reading experience for all children. A
basal reader supplies classrooms with an abundant amount of resources from expository
text to poetry, fiction, and non-fiction. These resources may otherwise be unavailable in
classrooms (Squire, 1989). "Classroom teachers, for instance, seldom have available the
many collections of books needed in developing an 8-year program sequence ... "
(p.254). Although there are advantages to the basal reading program, there are also many
criticisms.
Criticisms of Basal Reading Programs
Even though basal reading programs are the backbone of American reading
instruction, there are still questions about the effectiveness of this approach. Basal
readers place a heavy emphasis on workbooks and skill exercises that may turn kids off
to reading (Goodman, et al., 1988; Weaver, 1990; Bloome and Nieto, 1989). The stories
in basal readers often contain unnatural language and controlled vocabulary which
generate an unpredictable and boring story (Goodman et al., 1988; Alterwerger and
Flores, 1989; Goodman, 1988). Basal reading programs promote the ineffective practice
of ability grouping (Bloome and Nieto, 1989; Brophy and Good, 1986). Comprehension
questions and assessment methods are too narrow and don't address the full complexity
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of the reading process (Goodman et al., 1988; Lipson and Wixson, 1989). Basal reading
programs have also been accused of deskilling teachers, meaning that teachers no longer
use their professional judgement (Goodman, et al., 1988; Duffy, Roeheler, and Putnam,
1987).
Overemphasis on workbooks exercises.
Basal readers have been at the heart of reading instruction for decades. However,
teachers, school districts, and even state departments of education have begun to question
the effectiveness of the basal reader (Altwerger and Flores, 1989). Weaver (1990) states
that" ... the traditional basal programs have demonstrated to children at the outset of
their schooling that they are expected to be passive, complete-the-worksheet, repeat-afterme, and find-the-right-answer kinds oflearners" (p.57).
Basal critics claim that using basals as the primary reading program in the
classroom, leads kids to define reading as workbook pages and skill activities (Bloome
and Nieto, 1989).
In a classroom where a basal reading system is being used in a standard manner,
students may understand the significance of what reading group they are in, what
basal reader they are reading, what workbook page they are on, as defining how
good a reader they are and where they stand in comparison to other students
(p.260).
Workbook pages focus on the practice of skills and are seldom directly connected
to the selection in the student's reader. The directions are often unclear, causing the child
to spend more time trying to figure out how to complete the worksheet rather than
concentrating on learning the specific skill. Many workbook exercises drill students on

13

skills that have little to do with becoming a strategic, fluent reader (Scheu, Tanner, and
Au, 1989). In the framework of a basal classroom, teachers move students through each
selection sequentially, regardless of the student's interest or skill level. In basal
programs, children are not permitted to select reading material that matches their interests
and background (Alterwerger and Flores, 1989). Students spend the majority of their
time trying to get through the book so they can take the test and prove mastery.
"Children are spending too much time using contrived materials in contrived situations
while working toward contrived ends, and too little time involved with authentic texts
while reading for authentic purposes" (Winograd, 1989, p.9). The Commission on
Reading report, Becoming a Nation of Readers (1989), states a highly critical view of
worksheets.
Students spend up to 70% of the time allocated for reading instruction in
independent practice, or "seatwork." Most of this time is spent on workbooks and
skill sheets. Children spend considerably more time with their workbooks than
they do receiving instruction from their teachers" (p.74).
Children's appreciation ofliterature and love ofreading is likely to be squelched
if the majority of their reading instruction consists of fill-in-the blank workbooks and
skill sheets (Goodman, 1986).
Unnatural language and controlled vocabulary.
Another criticism of basal reading programs is their contrived language. Bloome
and Nieto (1989) have termed the language spoken between teachers and students in
basal classrooms as "basalese." Teacher's manuals are scripted with exactly what to say
to students during lessons. In some books, sample student responses are also given. The
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language that occurs between teachers and students is far from natural and only occurs in
the basal classroom. In "basalese," students and teachers speak in a word-by-word
manner that is monotone and unlike any true conversation. This style of speech mirrors
the text content in most basal readers.
Basal reader authors introduce skills sequentially as the reader masters
prerequisite skills. This method limits the amount of words and sentence complexity that
can be used in beginning selections. As a result, stories lack meaning and interest among
students (Alterwerger and Flores, 1989). "The focus of the instruction is on learning
skills, particularly phonics skills. The reading of the stories is viewed as practice
applying the skills in a controlled context" (p.290).
Bridge (1989) points out that the selections children read are often a group of
short sentences that are designed to repeat high-frequency words for practice. These
stories do not follow the natural sound of language and do not match the syntactic
complexity of spoken language.
Furthermore, these sentences may comprise little more than a list of statements
about a character or setting; that is, they do not have plots that unfold in natural
way and they lack the elements of conflict, surprise, and suspense found in wellwritten children's literature (p.178).
Basals usually follow the premise that learning to read is nothing more than
identifying words. Even in phonics-based programs, the major emphasis is on words, and
phonics is a means of decoding to identify the words. Vocabulary is controlled and kept
to a bare minimum, especially in beginning readers. Each new word is introduced and
then repeated several times in the story. The following is an excerpt from the Houghton
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Basal Series, Level B, Pre-Primer taken from the Report Card on Basal Readers (1988,
p.67) to illustrate the unnatural usage of vocabulaiy and sentence structure:
We Can Go
I can go.
Can you go?
Help! Help!
I can not go.
I will help you.
You can go.
I will go.
I will help you.
You can not help.
Can you go?
I can.
We can go.
We can.
This text corresponds to a series of pictures of a child's attempt to roller-skate.
Along with the pictures, this might make some sense to the students. However, outside
of the pre-primer reader, this language pattern is unnatural, unfamiliar, and unpredictable
to children (Goodman, et al., 1988).
The previous selection about roller-skating is a synthetic text, meaning that the
authors wrote the story to fit into their scope and sequence charts. Basal readers also
include adapted or revised versions of literature written by other children's authors.
When a work is revised or abridged, changes are made so it suits the basal criteria for the
specific grade level. These changes can include, " ... substituting more frequent for less
frequent words and phrases, using shorter words, simplifying syntax, and eliminating or
modifying the plot features" (Goodman, et al., 1988, p. 85).
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In the article, "Look What They've Done To Judy Blume!: The Basalization of

Children's Literature (1988), Goodman points out the extreme changes to Judy Blume's
story when it was reprinted in the Dell basal. The title, characters' names, sexes, and
even ethnicity were changed to reflect a more balanced perspective within the story. The
theme remained the same, but the story was edited so that sentences were shorter and
contained frequently used words. Goodman claims, " ... in the process of controlling the
vocabulary and syntax, the style and wit of the original [story] is lost and the language
becomes much less natural and thus less predictable" (p.31 ). The purpose for reading the
story becomes only to learn words and skills in a lesson format. When literature is
revised to this extent, it becomes nothing more than a lesson. "It is not likely to be
functional ... or have a communicative purpose for the reader" (p.37). Judy Blume's
wonderful story is reduced to a means of practicing skills. It is not an authentic
experience evoking comprehension of a real written story.
Homogeneous grouping.
Ability grouping is a common practice that basal programs encourage. Basal
reading programs are based on a hierarchy of skills; proceeding from basic to more
advanced, and from easy to read passages to harder ones. This rationalizes the practice of
ability grouping since, " ... students who have already acquired certain skills should
proceed to acquire the next set of skills and not be held back by other students" (Bloome
and Nieto, 1989, p.261). Differential instructional materials, expectations, and
organizational routines make it clear to children which is the top, middle, and low group
in the class. This strongly influences a child's view of themselves in relation to other
learners in their class. Altwerger and Flores (1989) point out that the stratification
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created by ability grouping in the classroom resembles the social class of our culture.
"As in any stratified society, one's position in the social hierarchy determines privilege,
availability of options and choices, and power .over decision making" (p.289).
There is also much concern about the kind of instruction that students receive
depending on the reading group they are in. A study by Allington (1983) found that
students experienced different forms of instruction in different reading groups. Readers
in the lower groups spent approximately 70-75 percent of their time oral reading in a
round-robin style. This means that the children were focusing much less on meaning and
more on pronouncing the words correctly. They also spent a lot less time actually
reading than the students in the higher groups.
Another study by Brophy and Good (1986) showed that lessons for the lower
groups were more teacher-centered and concentrated on drills, workbooks, flash cards,
and dittos. Children in the upper groups were assigned more creative activities that
allowed for higher levels of comprehension and expression. Children recognize that the
high groups have more interesting and engaging lessons, focused more on meaning and
less on decoding, and have more independent reading of trade books. The group a child
is placed in can have a lasting effect on how they view themselves as a reader.
Comprehension.
Basal authors identify comprehension as part of the series, yet their
comprehension component is seldom more than conforming to the correct answers. For
each story there are almost as many check-up questions as there are sentences, with each
question requiring a single correct answer derived directly from the text. Questions
designed to access background knowledge and inference questions supply the teacher
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with a predetermined student response (Goodman et al., 1988). "Most of the teaching of
comprehension is through the use of questions before, during, and after the reading of the
stories" (p.80). Clearly the basals do not follow the view that comprehension is an active,
constructive process in which the reader constructs meaning as they interact with the text.
Little thought is given to drawing information from schemas in order to make the text
make sense and truly understand it. Comprehension, in basal terms, is not about
supporting development of the strategies for comprehending. Instead the products of
comprehension are represented by the students' abilities to produce correct answers to
arbitrary questions (Alterwerger and Flores, 1989).
Assessment.
Most basals come with corresponding assessment tools. The end-of-level or endof-unit tests are used to assess a student's mastery of skills. These tests are criterionreferenced and used to determine how well a student learned what was taught. Each
child's scores are compared to a pre-established criterion or standard. The mastery tests
evaluate a student's mastery level of the scope and sequence for the series (Lipson and
Wixson, 1989). "A major problem with these measures, however, is that they frequently
assess skills in isolation, on a series of discrete subtests" (p.110). Teachers, students, and
administrators use test scores as the motivation for learning how to read. Instead of
reading for comprehension and enjoyment, students read to do well on the tests so that
they may advance to the next basal level. Test scores are then used to place students in
ability groups and often times in classrooms (Goodman et al., 1988).
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The deskilling of teachers.
A number of critics argue that teachers have been deskilled, meaning that they no
longer exercise their professional judgement. Teachers rely on the manual to provide the
lessons, objectives, and skills to be taught. Many teachers have adopted the belief that
the program itself will teach as long as they follow the manual. In Report Card on Basal
Readers (1988), a study was cited by Shannon (1983) that found 445 teachers from one

school district believed that by following the basal materials they were fulfilling
administrative expectations. Both the administration and the teachers held to the notion
that basals teach students to read because they are based on scientific research. Teachers
who use the basal religiously no longer view themselves as teachers, but facilitators of
student progress through basal readers and workbooks; similar to " ... technicians
keeping an industrial production line moving" (Goodman et al., 1988, p.41 ). All the
worksheets and skills are covered in class because these same things will appear in the
same format on the basal test (Goodman, et al., 1988). When district administrators
establish procedures stating that teachers must cover all basal materials, teachers are left
with little time for anything else. This is why teachers feel the pressure to stop making
decisions about what to teach and just follow the basal schedule. Teachers are deskilled
because they surrender their control and responsibility to the basal materials and the basal
authors (Duffy, Roeheler, and Putnam, 1987).
Phonics
Phonics is an essential component of reading instruction. Prominent researchers
have cited evidence on the fact that children need phonics instruction (Chall, 1983;
Adams, 1990; Anderson, Hiebert, Scott, and Wilkinson, 1985). There is no denying that
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phonics is a part of language which beginning readers need knowledge about, it is an
essential cueing system that cannot be ignored (Dahl and Scharer, 2000). "Phonics refers
to a system of teaching reading that builds on the alphabetic principle, a system of which
a central component is the teaching of correspondences between letter or groups of letters
and their pronunciations" (Adams, 1990, p.50).
In What Works (U.S. Department of Education, 1986), a collection of basic
educational practices that are well supported by research, the authors conclude that:
Children get a better start in reading if they are taught phonics. Learning phonics
helps them to understand the relationship between letters and sounds and "to
break the code" that links the words they hear with the words they see in print
(p.21).
Chall (1987) concluded from her extensive research, that programs that included
phonics as one component of the reading program were superior to those that did not.
From her analysis of correlation studies, it was found that knowledge of the letters and/or
ofletter-sound relationships (phonics knowledge) had a positive impact on children's
reading achievement. A child's letter knowledge in kindergarten or the beginning of first
grade was an important precursor of their reading achievement in first and second grade.
"At every level tested- from kindergarten through college- letter and/or phonics
knowledge is positively associated with reading achievement (whether measured by oral
word recognition, connected oral reading, silent reading comprehension, or rate of
reading) and also with spelling" (p.149). From the research, the generalization can be
drawn that knowing the sound values of the letters and being able to hear similarities and
differences in the spoken words unquestionably helps a beginning reader.

(
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In her extensive summary of the research on phonics information, Beginning to
Read: Thinking and Learning about Print (1990), Marilyn Jager Adams also concluded

that phonics instruction is a key element to any reading program. She found that phonics,
as part of a beginning reading program, leads to higher achievement in both word
recognition and spelling. Adams (1990) states that reading is driven by the visual
recognition of letters in a familiar sequence, therefore including activities that support the
teaching of individual letters of words, their sequencing, and their phonological
translations should be included in all beginning reading programs. "In summary, deep
and thorough knowledge of letters, spelling patterns, and words, and of the phonological
translations of all three, are of inescapable importance to both skillful reading and its
acquisition" (p.416). Adams (1990) also advocates the use of code instruction to be used
along with the reading of meaningful connected text to produce a superior reading
program, and increase children's achievement.
Becoming a Nation of Readers (1985), also strongly supports the use of phonics

instruction for beginning readers. "Classroom research shows that, on average, children
who are taught phonics get off to a better start in learning to read than children who are
not taught phonics" (p.37). Phonics helps children in word identification, which aids in
comprehension. As children become more proficient at word identification, they can read
and understand a larger number of words. Therefore, when children can quickly read
printed words, the text becomes coherent and interesting for the child. "The picture that
emerges from the research is that phonics facilitates word identification and that fast,
accurate word identification is a necessary but not sufficient condition for
comprehension" (p.37). Another recommendation from their research includes isolating
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the sounds associated with most letters and teaching children to blend the sounds of
letters together are both reliable instructional practices that greatly benefit beginning
readers.
In summary, the purpose of phonics is to teach children the alphabetic principle.
The goal is for this to become an operating principle so that young readers
consistently use information about the relationship between letters and sounds and
letters and meanings to assist in the identification of known words and to
independently figure out unfamiliar words (p.43).
At the same time Becoming a Nation of Readers (1985) advocates phonics
instruction, it also stresses the importance of learning skills in context. "No matter how
children are introduced to words, very early in the program they should have experience
with reading these words in meaningful texts" (p.43). This is the main point of
disagreement between whole language and phonics supporters; not whether phonics
should be taught, but how should it be taught (Dahl and Scharer, 2000).
A common myth about whole language is that phonics is not included in the
curriculum. Holistic teaching does include phonics and phonics strategies, just not in
isolated parts. "No one can read without taking into account the graphophonemic cues of
written language .... Whole language teachers do teach phonics but not as something
separate from actual reading and writing" (Newman and Church, 1990, p.20).
Phonics teaching and learning in whole language classrooms: New evidence from
research, a study conducted by Dahl and Scharer (2000), proves phonics has a place in

the whole language classroom. The researchers investigated eight whole language first
grade classrooms in the United States. Throughout the year, teachers wore microphones
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to record their teaching and were observed weekly. The whole language teachers used a
variety of methods to teach children literacy concepts which included: listening to
storybooks, class discussions, looking closely at written text to detect patterns in
language, and journal writing. Dahl and Scharer concluded from this study that phonics
instruction was woven into daily whole language activities. Phonics instrnction made up
more than a third of total instruction.
In general, these instructional findings about phonics in whole language
classrooms present evidence that phonics instruction was distributed across a wide
range of daily whole language activities and constituted an ongoing and integrated
part of the instruction. In these sites phonics instruction was child centered,
intensive, strategic, and often taught at the point of use (p.590).
This study offers evidence that phonics rules and strategies can be taught within a
holistic approach to reading.
Eldredge (1991) conducted a study that offers support for using both the basal
reading program and a whole language approach. The effects of a modified whole
language approach on reading attitudes and achievement of 56 first grade children in
three classrooms was measured. This modified approach incorporated fifteen minutes of
systematic phonics instruction within whole language activities throughout the day.
Three first grade classrooms received this modified whole language instruction. A basal
program was implemented in three first grade classes at another elementary school in the
same district. At the beginning of the study, the students in the six classrooms did not
differ significantly in achievement scores as measured by the Gates-MacGinitie Reading
Test, Basic R, Form 1 and a phonics test. The modified whole language approach used;
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children's literature instead of basal readers, encouraged children to read, write, and
speak with each other, involved children in writing activities, and implemented studentcentered holistic reading and writing activities. In addition, a fifteen minute systematic
whole group phonics lesson was included each day. In the basal classrooms, teachers
followed the program as it was outlined by the publisher. Students spent ninety minutes a
day on reading instruction including, reading groups, independent language arts
activities, and enrichment and skill activities. The posttest scores of each group revealed
that, "Students involved in the modified whole language program made greater
vocabulary gains, comprehension gains, and total reading gains than students involved in
the basal program" (p. 33). This study illustrates that educators can teach according to
the whole language philosophy, but still incorporate phonics instruction in their
classroom.
Whole Language
Whole language is a confusing term that has different representations for people. It
seems that the more the term is used, the less is it understood. Altwerger, Edelsky, and
Flores (1987) point out that whole language is not a practice, but a philosophy or set of
beliefs. Activities and practices can be classified as whole language when they reflect the
whole language philosophy. Since whole language is a philosophy and not a method of
teaching, the term holistic will be used in this project to refer to the instructional methods
grounded in whole language beliefs. In this project the term holistic will be used to refer
to the practices and beliefs in which the whole language philosophy is centered
(Eldredge, 1995). These beliefs and principles are outlined in the following section.
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Unlike basal reading programs, whole language does not come with a pre-packaged
set of materials. Whole language is based on a foundation of research theories, including
language acquisition and emergent literacy, psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics,
cognitive and developmental psychology, and anthropology (Weaver, 1990).
Goodman (1986), Fountas and Hannigan (1989), and Weaver (1990) all cite key
principles of whole language:
•

Children are empowered as learners. Students become immersed in the power of
language and literature for real purposes. They are actively involved in using
language for both the development of knowledge and skills. They are respected for
what they can do and encouraged to develop self-regulating strategies (Fountas and
Hannigan, 1989).

•

Leaming proceeds from the whole-to-part rather than from the part-to-whole.
Reading is developed from experience with whole text and slowly learners begin to
recognize sight words, letter sound relationships, and word patterns (Goodman,
1986). "The whole is always more than the sum of the parts and the value of any
part can only be learned within the whole utterance in a speech event" (p.19).

•

Whole language focuses on meaning and not on language itself. Learning takes place
though the use of authentic speech and literacy events. Children participate daily in a
variety of real life activities that encourage and model literacy (Weaver, 1990).

•

Learners are encouraged to take risks and invited to use language, in all its varieties,
for their own purposes. Teachers and children realize that learning is a process that
takes place over time. An environment is created which encourages new ideas and
everyone working together to learn (Goodman, 1986).
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•

Writing is taught as a process. Children write for authentic purposes because they
have something they want to say. They try new words and ideas to express their
thoughts. Writers do not separate skill from context, but follow the writing process to
complete their own creative work (Fountas and Hannigan, 1989).

In Support of Whole Language
Basals take the power away from teachers while whole language acknowledges
the skill and intuition of teachers. K. S. Goodman (1989) points out that teachers are
trained professionals who know their kids. It's not the materials that make the difference,
but the teachers. Basals reader authors claim to know what it takes to teach children to
read, but K. S. Goodman recognizes that only teachers can know their own students'
interests, cultures, past experiences, fears and fantasies. These factors all play a crucial
role in their literacy development. Teachers know their student's skill level and the next
step they need to move along. "It's just not possible to build that sensitivity into even the
most sensitive set of materials" (p.219).
According to a study cited in Weaver (1990), by Freppon (1988), there are
significant differences in the achievement of children in whole language versus skills
based classrooms. Freppon studied four first-grade classrooms, two literature-based and
two skills-based. She, "randomly selected twenty-four average readers and used
structured interviews, altered passages, and in-process oral reading behaviors to access
the students' beliefs and understandings about reading" (p.137). Freppon found that 97
percent of the literature-based group rejected sentences with scrambled word order as not
being languagelike. But only 42 percent of the skills based group rejected the same
sentences. Children in the skills group defined themselves as readers because they knew
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a lot of words, but the literature-group children thought they were good readers because
they read a lot of books. The literature-group was found to use more strategies in reading
and was more actively involved as readers. Concluding this study, Freppon gathered that,
... the literature-based group had a better understanding of the reading
process ... these students were even more successful at 'sounding out' unfamiliar
words than the skills-based group, since they used their letter/sound knowledge in
combination with other language cues (p.13 8).
Another study found results that favored whole language when they compared
basal and whole language classrooms. Reutzel and Cooter (1990) set out to
" ... determine the comparative effectiveness of whole language and basal reader
approaches on children's reading achievement at the end of the first grade in four

C

classrooms" (p.253). The Gates-MacGinitie Basic R standardized reading achievement
test was administered during the first two days of school to establish baseline data. In
May, the Gates-MacGinitie Reading Survey Test was given to the students again. The
basal classroom was structured with district-outlined reading curriculum and followed the
adopted basal reading program. A typical lesson included an explanation from the
teacher of the assignment followed by worksheets designed to reinforce the lesson.
Language, spelling, and handwriting were taught as separate subjects other times during
the day. Teachers in the whole language classroom used the Shared Book Experience,
guided reading instruction, as well as read-along books and tapes, and word banks as part
of lessons. The classroom was a print-rich environment with a book center used by
children to read self-selected books. Spelling, handwriting, and language were all
integrated into the daily reading routine. The results from the Gates-MacGinitie tests
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indicated statistically significant differences between whole language strategies and
routines, and the traditional basal reading approach. "From our results, we feel confident
that whole language appears to be moderately more effective than basal programs in
affecting frrst grade children's reading achievement" (p.256). The authors mention that
teachers and administrators can use this information to prove that students taught using
whole language strategies will not suffer from declining literacy levels, as measured by
traditional tests.
D. Goodman (1989) teaches fifth grade in Detroit and claims that she just doesn't
have time for basals. She keeps them available in her classroom, but has moved to a
whole language framework. Her classroom is structured as a town where students work in
committees to learn and solve problems. Each day the class has a town meeting,
followed by 20 minutes of reading time. The students then have time to work on projects
or have conferences with D. Goodman. The day is concluded with sharing time where
students have the chance to share their knowledge and interests. D. Goodman, like all
whole language teachers, believes that every assignment should have a functional
purpose. D. Goodman said, "I prefer providing time to read and write, rather than
spending time on practicing reading and writing skills in the basal" (p.276). D. Goodman
uses reading logs to check the comprehension of her students. This method allows
students to feel free to write their true opinions and ask questions. At the same time, it
gave her a chance to respond to students in a personal manner. D. Goodman has
recognized the value of teaching literacy through authentic activities and has "decided to
never again be a lukewarm teacher of skill when [she] can be a good teacher of language
and literature" (p.280).
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Criticisms of Whole Language
Along with the strong research based practices of whole language come the
misconceptions about specific instructional routines. One common criticism is that whole
language teachers don't teach skills, such as phonics. The reality is that skills, although
not taught in isolation, are still taught. Freppon and Dahl (1991) found, in a study of a
whole language kindergarten teacher instructing phonics, that "Children need time to gain
an awareness of themselves as readers and writers, and from this they develop a need for
phonics in order to communicate through written language" (p.191). The function of
print, the nature of a story, and the awareness of print must be discovered before children
can acquire the sound-symbol awareness of phonics. This whole language teacher taught
phonics through communicative skills, such as making lists. She used student questions
to lead discussions of phonics rules, and demonstrated letter-sound relationships while
modeling writing.
No two whole language teachers are likely to have identical programs although
there will be a common thread running through eve1y program. The classrooms
will be comprehension-centered and child-centered, but the methodologies will be
as varied as the teachers and the children (Rich, 1989, p.224).
Hinchey, Adonizio, DeMarco, and Fetchina (1999) demonstrated through their
teacher research study, Sketching a Self-Portrait ofSkills Instruction: Classroom
Research and Accountability, that reading skills are still taught in the whole language
classroom. In this naturalistic study, three elementary teachers of whole language
recorded data from their own classrooms. Each time a teacher taught a lesson on
reading/writing skills, they recorded it on a chart. They also kept track of the date, the
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exact skill taught, the prompt for the lesson, and whether the lesson was directed towards
an individual or the whole group. Children's sample work was also analyzed for skill
content and usage. The data from the study showed that all three teachers taught at least
one to two skill lessons per day. The skills covered were often listed at or above grade
level for their district's guidelines. This is yet more proof that skills are taught in a whole
language classroom through natural, ongoing interactions with literature.
There is concern that whole language teachers don't do any direct teaching.
Whole language teachers are active participants in learning and are continually working
to create an environment that provides purposeful activities (Newman and Church, 1990).
Slaughter (1988) addresses this point and comments,
In whole language programs, direct instruction is sometimes referred to as
strategy lessons. Reading strategy instruction builds upon the prior knowledge
and language strengths of the learner, and helps students integrate and become
more flexible in their use of efficient and effective reading strategies (p.31 ).
Though observing children and teachers in both whole language and basal
reader classrooms, it was found that in successful whole language classrooms direct
instruction was occurring. It was, " ... the nature of these teaching events that marked
them as more or less whole language ... not whether or not it occurred during direct or
indirect instruction" (p.32).
"Because the curriculum is shaped by teachers and children together, sometimes
central offices become uneasy, concerned that there is not sufficient attention paid to
accountability" (Rich, 1989, p.226). Whole language teachers do not believe in testing
skills out of context and isolated from their original meaning. For this reason, critics
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claim that in whole language there is no evaluation. In reality, whole language teachers
are always assessing students through observation and interaction with daily activities.
They notice when students take a risk and try something new. They examine students'
work for progress, and make note when a student demonstrates awareness of a writing
convention (Newman and Church, 1990).
Improving Basal Instruction with Whole Language Support
Webster's Dictionaiy defines basal as, "bottom; part of a thing on which it rest;
foundations; support; starting place." The terms foundation and starting place
describe the appropriate role of the basal reading series in the total reading
program. A basal reading series was never meant to provide a complete reading
program but only a foundation or starting place (Bridge, 1989, p.177).
Basals are just one tool that teachers have at their disposal. As professionals,
teachers are capable of making instructional decisions about the best materials to include
in their reading program. That should include basals. Although the basal may not be the
best method to follow, it can be used in innovative ways to provide for a variety of
literacy experiences (Cooter and Flynt, 1989).
Cooter and Flynt (1989) examined a first grade in Chetopa, Kansas that integrates
whole language activities into their basal program. At the beginning of the year, children
were inunersed in theme days focusing on one letter at a time. Activities included
reading predictable children's literature, listening to exciting stories, making class big
books, art projects, and cooking. Vocabulaiy words taken from the basal are introduced
in context and added to each child's personal word bank. This program" ... allows
students to make choices about books they will read, stories they can write about, and
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topics they can discuss and investigate" (p.278). Throughout the year, basals are used
simply as a theme diversion. Students read only stories that are relevant to the larger
theme. Over a three year period of using this method, " ... the figures represented
impressive and significant gains with the integrated approach" (p.279).
Integrated programs, such as the one in Chetopa, are helpful for teachers that are
" ... basal bound and fearful of leaping into a holistic approach all at once, and those
who understand holistic teaching methods but feel pressured by their school district to
use basal readers as part of their program" (Cooter and Flynt, 1989, p.280). Teachers
will soon find the basal taking less of a role in reading events, and they will be able to use
it when it fits into their schedule. Children in the Chetopa program quickly become
interested in reading and confidant in their ability as readers and authors. Models, such
as this program, offer a more enriched literacy environment than the basal alone can
offer.
Heymsfeld (1989) asserts that whole language does have holes in the theory
where children and skills can fall through. To fill the holes and create an exciting,
productive reading program, whole language, basal components, and phonics should be
used together. She suggests to teachers that if basals don't teach skills in an appropriate
way, simply alter the way those skills are presented. "Each theory brings strengths ...
and we should use common sense and experience to create a combination program"
(p.68).
K. S. Goodman (1989) holds that teachers are capable of deciding when the basal
is appropriate for their students within the overall reading program. He demands that
teachers are professionals that can use their own judgement to decide when to supplement
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trade books with basal stories, when to use basal test scores, and which workbook pages
are relevant to skills needed. They can" ... use the manual, but not slavishly" (p.219).
Summary
Historically, basal readers have been the central focus of reading instruction in
classrooms. Basals served as an organized framework and provided detailed lesson plans
to follow. The objectives, goals, and all the needed materials were conveniently located
in one program of books and worksheets. Children have obviously learned how to read
using basals.
Educators and researchers are now realizing that reading is a complex process that
requires the balancing of many factors. As awareness of whole language increases,
teachers are realizing that the materials they use to teach reading need to be more than
just convenient. Children learn best through meaningful, purposeful activities where they
understand the function of print. If teachers rely solely on basals, children may find it
difficult to discover the true meaning of print and the rich experiences that it serves in
everyday life. Whole language strategies are proven in research and used to involve
children in meaningful, authentic activities. Teachers can adapt basal lessons and
incorporate whole language activities so that children benefit from the time they spend
working independently instead of just completing mindless worksheets.
Students must not only learn how to read, but choose to read. Basals can serve as
a catalyst for classroom use of literature. Creating a bridge from basal readers to
literature in a program of reading instruction helps meet that dual purpose
(Morrow, 1989, p.226).
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The essence of whole language is that materials are used to fit the children's
needs rather than the children trying to fit the material (Rich, 1989). A balanced reading
program that meets the needs of all students, and motivates children to use literacy in
their every day lives, is essential to a comprehensive reading program. Such a program
must contain more than the selections and exercises of basals and phonics drills. Good
teachers appreciate the strengths of the basals and exploit their good qualities, while
incorporating features from holistic sources in order to construct an eclectic approach to
reading instruction.

CHAPTER3
Procedures
Introduction
The great debate over the best method of reading instruction is likely never to
end. However, teachers are still responsible for providing fundamental reading
instruction for their students. Combining the strengths of the phonics, holistic methods,
and basal reading programs may provide the most complete instruction for beginning
readers (Heymsfeld, 1989).
The objective of this project is to integrate holistic activities, based on the whole
language philosophy, into a first grade phonics-based basal reading program. The
strategies that constitute this project combine holistic mate1ials and instruction and are
designed for use in a first grade classroom.
Procedures
An extensive search was conducted to identify research data related to whole
language, basal reading programs, phonics, and the balanced reading approach. The
author utilized published curriculum materials, library resources, and related literature to
collect data. A teacher's handbook was then constructed that explains holistic strategies
which can be integrated in a first grade phonics-based basal reading program. The
teacher's handbook identifies four classroom strategies: decoding by analogy, contextual
analysis, the shared book experience, and reader's theater. Following each strategy is a
sample lesson plan that illustrates the application of the strategy using a story from the
basal reader and corresponds to the Washington State Essential Academic Learning
Requirements.
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Holistic strategies, based on the whole language philosophy, were collected for
use in the first grade classroom using a phonics-based basal reading series. The activities
were designed to be enjoyable for all children and focused on making reading
experiences whole and meaningful.
Holistic strategies were selected which follow the whole language philosophy,
which states that (Goodman, 1986):
•

Language is only language when it is whole.

•

Language is learned best and easiest when it is whole and in a natural context.

•

The focus of reading is on meaning and not on words.

•

Language is practiced using authentic speech and literacy events.

•

Whole language teachers understand that learning ultimately takes place one child at
a time and they create appropriate social settings and interactions, and encourage
direction of personal learning.

•

Whole language teachers only deal with language parts (letters, sounds, phrases,
sentences) in the context of whole real language.

Lesson Design
Four lessons were selected from the first grade level of the basal reading series,
Open Court: Collections for Young Scholars (1995). This series and publisher was
selected for its phonics-based curriculum and philosophy. It is currently used in 392
schools in Washington State (J. Jackson, personal communication, June 29, 2000). The
basal reader story in each of the selected lessons was then used to create a sample lesson
plan implementing one of the holistic strategies identified in Chapter 4: analogy,
contextual analysis, shared book experience, and reader's theater. The lessons were
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designed to show how holistic strategies could be implemented into a currently used
phonics-based basal reading series and were aligned with the Washington State Essential
Academic Learning Requirements. The suggested lessons in Chapter 4 are not meant to
replace the lessons provided in the Open Court (1995) teacher's manual, but are intended
to be used as a way to integrate holistic strategies and activitie.s into the phonics-based
program.
Each sample lesson plan was designed to follow the whole-part-whole sequence of
instruction as advocated by Strickland (1998, p.10):
1. Whole: Learning with, through, and about whole written texts.

2. Part: Leaming about how the parts (textual features) of language function in written
texts.
3. Whole: Learning to apply what was learned with, through, and about written texts.

CHAPTER4
The Project
Introduction
This teacher's handbook is meant to provide teachers with relevant information in
an easy to read format. Four holistic strategies, based on the whole language philosophy,
are explained: decoding by analogy, contextual analysis, the shared book experience, and
reader's theater. Each strategy contains a section on current research findings, examples
of what the strategy might look like in the classroom, and instructional activities to
support the use of each strategy. In addition, a sample lesson plan illustrating how the
strategy might be integrated with a phonics-based first grade basal reading program is
included. All of the lessons have been aligned with Washington States Essential
/

Academic Learning Requirements.
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Each sample lesson includes a story from the first grade phonics-based basal
reading series, Open Court: Collections for Young Scholars (1995). The format for each
lesson follows the whole-pait-whole sequence of instruction as advocated by Strickland
(1998, p.10):
1. Whole: Learning with, through, and about whole written texts.
2. Part: Learning about how the parts (textual features) of language function in written
texts.
3. Whole: Learning to apply what was learned with, through, and about written texts.

1

Analogy

3

Using Analogies to Help Students Decode Unknown Words

What the Research Says
Decoding is defined as the process of identifying words using visual cues,
sometimes referred to as graphophonics cues. Decoding by analogy is an effective way
for children to use words they know and recognize to help figure out unknown words.
The research shows that skilled readers do not decode words by sounding out each letter,
instead they look for similarities between parts of the unknown word and known words.
They naturally separate the beginning consonant or consonants from the rest of the word.
By distinguishing between the onset and the rime, children are able to blend the word
parts together and make an accurate guess as to the pronunciation of the unknown word
(Au, Canoll, and Scheu, 1997). Onsets are defined as any consonant sounds that come
before a vowel in a syllable. Rimes are the vowel and any consonant sounds that come
after if in a syllable (Moustafa and Maldonado-Colon, 1999). For example, in the word
trim the onset is tr- and the rime is -irn. Onsets are always consonants and there can be

many clustered together, such as sch- and spl-. Rimes are always the vowel and
consonants at the end of the syllables, as for example, -ick, -act, and -ike (Fox, 2000).
A study conducted by Wylie and DmTell (1970) found that children could identify
letters representing rimes better than they could identify letters representing phonemes
within rimes. They tested first-grade students by showing them sets of letters that
represented rimes such as -ick, -uck, and -ock. Then they asked the children to perform
tasks such as circling the letters which say !ok/ and circling the one that has an lo/ in it.
The children were able to recognize the sounds of letters representing whole rimes better
than they were able to identify letters representing phonemes within rimes. This study
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proves that children use their ability to hear onsets and rimes to make letter-sound
correspondences. Adams (1990) supports the Wylie and Durrell (1970) findings, "While
is it relatively easy to break the onset away from the rime, it is relatively difficult to break
either the onset or the rime into its phonemic components" (p.308).
Traditionally, children have been taught the sound or sounds associated with each
letter, which enabled them to decode words letter-by-letter. Sounding out constants
letter-by-letter works; however, trying to decode vowels using this approach is extremely
inefficient. Vowels have more than just a long and short sound. A single vowel can have
up to twenty different sounds. The consonants that follow the vowel are what give the
vowel a predictable, reliable sound. The constants after the vowel provide clues as to the
correct sound or pronunciation of the vowel. Therefore, a skilled reader thinks about the
whole rime in a word and not just the vowel (Au, Carroll, & Scheu, 1997). "The
explanation is that the vowels in 1imes are learned as part of a chunk of letters and sounds
... even vowels that stand for a variety of sounds are easily remembered and decoded
when learned as part of frequently recurring rimes" (Fox, 2000, p.76). In fact, from just
37 sets of rimes, 500 primary-level words can be made (Reutzel and Cooter, 1996).
Decoding words by analogy provides a greater opportunity for beginning readers
to be successful. With onsets and rimes, there are only two parts to blend together.
Instead of asking a child to recognize that the letter t makes the /ti sound, the letter e
makes the le/ sound, n makes the In/ sound, and t makes the /ti sound, they only need to
blend /ti+ lent/ to pronounce the word tent (Fox, 2000).

5
What It Looks Like
The analogy strategy enables readers to recognize word parts in unknown words
and connect them with words they already know. Readers find a similar letter pattern in
words, such as the -ish in wish and swish. Then they can identify words like finish and

publish because they already know what -ish looks like and sounds like (Fox, 2000).
That is, by learning to recognize the print words small and smile, children figure
out that sm- is pronounced Ism/. They then use their knowledge that sm- is
pronounced/sm/ to pronounce sm- in other words. Similarly, by learning to
recognize the print words part and cart, children figure out that -art is
pronounced !art/. Then they use that knowledge to pronounce -art in other
words. Once they know how to pronounce sm- and -art, they can then
independently pronounce smart (Moustafa and Maldonado-Colon, 1999, p.450).
The analogy strategy centers on the premise that if words have similar letter
patterns, or share onsets or rimes, then they will also have similar pronunciations.
Instructional Activities to Su1;mort the Use of Decoding by Analogy
The following are suggested classroom activities that reinforce and extend the use
of analogy as a decoding strategy (Fox, 2000; Moustafa and Maldonado-Colon, 1999).
•

Point out words that share onsets and rimes.

•

Model how to substitute onsets to make new words. For example using the word

went, "I know the word went. So to read this word (pointing to tent), I will change
thew to at, which makes tent" (Fox, 2000, p.78).
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•

Ask questions to help children remember words they already know such as, "What
word do you already know that can help you figure out this new one?" or "Can you
think of a word that begins with the same letter?"

•

Have children create their own tongue twisters concentrating on the onsets and
patterns in words.

•

Allow children the chance to explore onsets and rimes by matching eggs. On plastic
Easter eggs write onsets on one half and rimes on the other. Then children can
practice forming words by putting together two halves of the eggs.

•

Create movable a word wall that can be organized by onset and rime patterns.
Continue adding words as more stories are read and encourage children to discover
new ways to resort words.
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Sample Lesson Plan: Decoding by Analogy
The Three Billy Goats Gruff
(Open Colllt, 1995, Student Anthology, p.94-99)
This lesson can be taught as a whole group or small group lesson and can be extended
over more than one lesson period if needed. This lesson is based on a modified version of
one constructed by Moustafa and Maldonado-Colon (1999).

Objective
The student will be able to identify words with the onsets t-, tr-, g-, gr-, and the rimes
-ip, -ap, and -all.
Essential Learnings
Reading 1.1 - use word recognition and word meaning skills to read and comprehend text
Reading 1.3 - read fluently, adjusting reading for purpose and material
Reading 3.3 - read for literary experience
Reading 4.1 - assess strengths and need for improvement
Materials
-Student anthologies
-Word cards made from standard size photocopy paper cut into four pieces widthwise
with a Billy Goat picture placed on the left side of the card and photocopied onto each set
-Pocket Chart
Procedures
WHOLE
1. The teacher introduces the story to the children by reading the title, author, and
illustrator. The teacher asks the children if they have heard this story before and if
they have any predictions as to what might happen.
2. The teacher reads the story with children for enjoyment. The children can follow
along in their anthology.
3. The teacher facilitates a discussion about their favorite parts, thoughts, and reactions
to the story.
PART
r-------------------------------------4. The teacher explains that now the class is going to go on a word hunt. The teacher
instructs the children to tum to the first page of the story. The teacher guides the
children through each page asking them to pick out certain words. The words used
for the word hunt are those that occur frequently and begin with the onsets t-, tr-, g-,
gr-, and end with the rimes -ip, -ap, and -all. The teacher might give clues such as,
"Who can find a word on the first page that starts like train?" or "Who can find a
word on the second page that ends like chip?"
5. As the children identify the words, the teacher writes each one on a prepared word
card with a Billy goat picture on it. Later, these words cards can be added to the
classroom word wall and the children will easily be able to recall the word and which
story it was from.
6. When the teacher writes the word on the card he/she highlights the recognized onsets
I
and/or rimes. For example, in the word trap, the teacher might highlight tr- in one
I
L_
color for the onset and -ap in another color, representing the rime. ________ 1
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·-------------------------------------7. The teacher discusses each word and highlights its parts. The teacher might also
encourage children to name other words they know that have the same patterns as the
word(s) from the story.
8. After each word has been written on a card and highlighted it is placed in a pocket
chart.
9. The teacher encourages children to notice different ways of smting the words in the
pocket chart. The words might be sorted according to the onset, t-, tr-, g-, gr- or by
_ the rime, ip-, ap-, all-. ________ __________________ _

WHOLE
10. The teacher reads another story with the same onset and/or rime patterns. The
children listen for the patterns and see if they can identify it in the new story.

Suggested Childre11 's Books
Some suggested books that include the -ap and -ip rimes are, Old Black Fly by Jim
Aylesworth, and In the Tall, Tall, Tall, Grass, by Denise Fleming.

(

Contextual
Analysis
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Using Contextual Analysis to Identify Words

What the Research Says
Contextual analysis involves using all three language cueing systems to identify
unknown words; syntax, graphophonics, and semantics. The syntactic system refers to
the order of language, or how words are placed in a sentence, and the grammatical
function of each word. Syntax is also sometimes termed grammar, Goodman and Burke
(1980) state," ... we refer not to the rules imposed on the language by grammar books
but to the rules people know intuitively by virtue of being language users" (p.11).
Graphophonics refers to the relationship between the sounds and symbols of language.
The semantic cueing system pertains to word meanings. When readers use contextual
information to identify a word they are essentially making guesses based on their
knowledge of the three cueing systems working together. They are making use of
everything they know about the world and about language to create meaning (Goodman
and Burke, 1980).
According to Reutzel and Cooter (1996), using context clues to identify unknown
words should be one of the first strategies taught to beginning readers. This method is
quick and does not interrupt children's flow of reading, plus it conveys the message that
meaning is the main goal in reading. "Constructing meaning is the central reason for
engaging in the act of reading" (p.38).
The syntactic system helps readers to determine the function of the unknown
word. Being able to classify the word as a naming word, a describing word, or an action
word enables the reader to make a reasonable guess as to the missing word. For instance
in the sentence, "The mother set the table, took the pan out of the oven, and sat down for
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___ ." Using their syntactic knowledge children can predict a naming word that
makes sense in the sentence. When children read a sentence where the syntax is familiar
to them, they are able to predict the language and determine whether their prediction
sounds right (Goodman and Burke, 1980).
Graphophonics information helps readers to look at an unknown word and come
up with possibilities based on the initial letter. Readers think of a sound associated with
that letter and then words that begin with that sound. Combined with contextual
information, readers can match words they know that begin with the right sound and
words that would make sense in the sentence to come up with the unknown word. Initial
letters, final letters, and word length all give readers clues to predict a word (Goodman,
Watson, and Burke, 1987).
Guessing words based on the previous context of the passage is a reliable way of
reading and of learning to read. Good readers use all the information they know about a
word to make an accurate guess. "Readers can then predict and confirm language
experiences based on graphophonic and syntactic information and can make intelligent
predictions and confirmations because they have the necessary semantic information
available" (Goodman and Burke, 1980, p.12)
Moustafa (1997) states the importance of teaching children words and word parts
within the context of reading:
As you know, children have a marvelous capacity to pick up on what we do rather
than what we tell them to do. If we tell children that reading is meaningful but
teach them to read using meaningless activities (for example, "circle the words
that have an /ok/ sound"), we are giving them an implicit but powerful message
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that reading is a meaningless activity. If we teach them to read using meaningful
materials, we give them an implicit but powerful message that reading is a
meaningful activity (p.53).
In 1965 Goodman conducted a famous experiment to illustrate the importance of
context clues in reading. He tested 100 children in grades 1, 2, and 3 who went to the
same school in Detroit. Each child was instructed to read words from a word list based
on a story at their instructional level. Then they were given the story and asked to read it
aloud. The results showed that the children could read many words in context that they
could not read in isolation. The average first grader was able to read almost two out of
three words in the story that they missed on the list. Children read words in the story that
they missed on the list, proving that they were using context clues to help decode
unfamiliar words.
Over the years Goodman's results were questioned and critics argued that
children had practice with the words in the list before they read them in the story.
Nicholson, Lilias, and Rzoska closely replicated Goodman's original study in 1988.
However, instead of giving every child the word list first, only half of the children were
given the list first. The other half was given the story before the list. The 32 children
were classified as good readers (reading a year or more above grade level) and poor
readers (reading a year or more below grade level) and half were 6 year olds and half
were 8 year olds. The children attended two different schools in New Zealand. The
results from this study were similar to those of Goodman's original study. The children
reading at second-grade level or below read an average of 43 percent to 52 percent of the
words they missed in the list right in the stories. The older children, reading at fourth-
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grade level or above, did as well on the list as in the stories. Goodman's original study
and the Nicholson, Lilias, and Rzoska study support the conclusion that children read
better when they are able to use context clues.
The cloze procedure is a wonderful way of getting children to maximize their use
of context clues to predict missing words. It is based on the " ... psychological
understanding that humans attempt to provide closure or completeness to incomplete
illustrations or objects" (Rasinski and Padak, 1996,p.60). In the cloze procedure, the
teacher deletes or covers up certain words from the passage. Readers must think about the
meaning of the passage and use the clues before and after the deleted word to figure out
the missing part. Children are forced to use the semantic, syntactic, and graphophonic
clues to guess the deleted word (Rye, 1982).
What It Looks Like
Readers apply the three cueing systems to identify unknown words. The following
example illustrates the cognitive process when using contextual information.
The young man took off his shoes and socks, rolled up his pant legs, and went
wading in the 1

. Effective readers could use their syntax knowledge to

conclude that the unknown word is a noun or naming word. They could use their
graphophonics knowledge to conclude that the unknown word begins with the /1/
sound, and they could use their semantics or vocabulary know ledge to make sure
that the word selected makes sense in the sentence. They might ask themselves,
"What 'naming' word, beginning with the letter /, would make sense in this
sentence? (Eldredge, 1995, p.101).
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Instructional Activities to Support the Use of Contextual Analysis
The following are suggested classroom activities that reinforce and extend the use
of contextual analysis as a decoding strategy (Pinnell and Fountas, 1998; Reutzel and
Cooter, 1996; Goodman and Burke, 1980; Strickland, 1990).
•

Help children make logical guesses based on semantic clues. Encourage students to
ask themselves the question, "What word would make sense in this sentence and the
rest of the text?"

•

Help children identify syntactic clues to make appropriate guesses. Encourage
students to ask themselves the question, "What naming (or describing, or action)
word would make sense in this sentence and the rest of the text?"

•

Help children use the graphophonics information and consider the first letter in the
unknown word to identify the word. Encourage students to ask themselves the
question, "What word do I know that starts with the same letter that would make
sense in this sentence and the rest of the text?"

•

Encourage children to say "blank" in place of an unknown word or replace it with a
word that makes sense. This enables them to maintain fluency and understand the
overall passage. When they have finished reading the sentence and identified the
surrounding words, then they can return to the unknown word and make an accurate
guess as to the word.

•

Pause occasionally when reading aloud and let children fill in the anticipated
language to involve them in making meaningful predictions.

•

Select sentences from a familiar text to write on the board. Then delete a word and
encourage students to think of possible words that would make sense.
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Sample Lesson Plan: Contextual Analysis

The Gingerbread Man
(Open Com1, 1995, Student Anthology, p.60-69)
This lesson can be taught as a whole group or small group lesson and can be extended
over more than one lesson period if needed.

Objective
The student will be able to use context clues to figure out the missing word in a modified
cloze activity.
Essential Learnings
Reading 1.1 - use word recognition and word meaning skills to read and comprehend text
Reading 1.2 - build vocabulary through reading
Reading 1.3 - read fluently, adjusting reading for purpose and material
Reading 2.1 - comprehend important ideas and details
Reading 3 .3 - read for literary experience
Materials
-Student anthologies
-Pocket chart and/or overhead projector
-Small sticky notes
Procedures
WHOLE
1. The teacher and the students read the story together. The students follow along in
their anthology. The teacher leads a discussion on the student's favorite parts and
other related comments.
PART
--------------------------------------2. The teacher displays a pm1ion of the text in an enlarged format with selected words
I

I

covered up. A page of the story can be reproduced on the overhead or written on
sentence strips and placed in a pocket chart.
3. The teacher then models the appropriate use of context clues. The teacher explains
that sometimes when good readers come to words that they do not know they can use
the information from other words to guess a word that makes sense. Using a think
aloud strategy, the teacher reads the passage aloud and demonstrates how to use
context clues to figure out a word. For example, the teacher might read, "You can't
catch me. I'm the gingerbread m
." and say, "Let me think, what naming
word that starts with an m would make sense in this sentence?"
Once the teacher has modeled a couple of example sentences the class reads the
remaining passage together and uses their context knowledge to guess the missing
words.
I
; 5. The children pair off into partners. Each pair receives small sticky notes to cover up
,
words in the text. The children take turns covering up words in the story with the
~ __s~cky_n~e~ ~'!. the~ cha~eng~n_tt~eir 12.a!!_n~r_!? _¥:~S~ the _missing ".:ord:. ____ _
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WHOLE
6. The children reread the story in partners without using sticky notes. Some students
might still wish to pause their voices for certain words or at predictable spots to have
their partner fill in with the next word or phrase.

Suggested Children's Books
Some suggested children books that would be good to use when teaching contextual
analysis are books and stories with rich language where there is an interesting word
within a supportive context such as, The Cinder-Eyed Cat by Eric Rohmaon or Shel
Silverstein's poetry collection, Where the Sidewalk Ends.

Shared
Book
Experience
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Using the Shared Book Experience to Emphasize Phonemic Elements

What the Research Says
Most children greatly enjoy listening to stories. The comforting experience of
sitting on a parent's lap and sharing in the magic of literature or the warmth of a bedtime
story captures children's attention and curiosity. Bringing the same pleasant experience
to the classroom is the role of the shared book experience. Too often reading instruction
and story time are two completely separate events in the classroom. Story time is
reserved for fun and reading time is for the hard and frustrating work of learning how to
break the code. The shared book experience incorporates children's natural motivation
and satisfaction derived from quality literature to help them learn to read (Holdaway,
1989).
When first developed in New Zealand in 1965 by Don Holdaway and other
experienced teachers (Weaver, 1990), the shared book experience aimed to provide a
promising literacy environment for children from diverse cultural backgrounds. Teachers
were motivated to design a program that would help children acquire literacy skills in
much the same way they mastered other developmental tasks. Taking into consideration
the enjoyment children get from lap reading, teachers constructed certain essential
elements of the shared book experience that are still followed today. Books need to be
ones that are known to be children's favorites. Through experience, teachers gather
books that young children love to listen to and reread. The books also need to have the
same visual impact from 20 feet away that a normal book would have for a child on the
lap of a parent. Enlarged text and big books serve this purpose and enable each child to
clearly see the print without having to strain. When reading aloud with children, teachers
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need to present the material with excitement and share with children their love of
literature. Using these requirements, a typical teaching-learning sequence of the shared
book experience was developed (Holdaway, 1989, Holdaway, 1979).
1. Warm up/ Tune-In - Favorite or new poem, song, verse, or chant is shared with

enlarged text clearly displayed. A commercially published big book, a child/teacher
authored big book, or a chart written in large print can be used to ensure all children
can see clearly.
2. Old Favorite - A favorite story is reread in an enlarged format. Children participate
and chime-in when appropriate. Teacher draws attention to skills in context. Roleplaying, dramatization, and exploring syntactical features are all appropriate activities
at this time.
3. Language Activities - Alphabet games, rhymes, and songs using letter names in
meaningful context. Having fun with language in the form of riddles, puzzles, and
vocabulary games (not phonics drills).
4. New Story - Introducing a new story in a normal or enlarged text format.
Emphasizing word-solving strategies in context, participating in predicting, and
verifying new vocabulary.
5. Independent Rereading and Related Activities - Students reread smaller versions of
the big books or other favorite books. Sometimes groups of students will read
together or play teacher, where they act out the teacher role and teach each other.
Children are encouraged to point to words as they read. Related arts activities
pertaining to the new story such as, painting, group drama, making masks, and
puppetry.

20
When all of these steps and requirements are met, children and teachers share a
quality literacy experience. "They share the discovery of good books, an awareness of
how print works, and the power and humor of language. What is more, children gain a
growing confidence in their ability to read (Reutzel and Cooter, 1999, p.366).
The shared book experience allows children the opportunity to learn skills and
concepts freely and without pressure. Less able readers receive support from other
classmates and the teacher during group readings. It is not assumed that all children are
ready to learn the same things at the same time. "Thus, within the shared book
expe1ience, the phonics knowledge needed for reading is 'taught' in two ways: indirectly,
by exposing children to literature from which they can absorb letter/sound knowledge,
and directly, by focusing children's attention on particular letter/sound associations"
(Weaver, 1990, p.151).
Many of the books chosen for the shared book experience lend themselves to both
direct and indirect teaching of phonics. These books are most often predictable, which
encourages children to use context clues when figming out a word. Books that contain
rhyming patterns for teaching vowel and consonant patterns, alliteration for teaching
initial consonant sounds, and onomatopoeia words for teaching other letter/sound
associations are perfect for the shared book expe1ience (Weaver, 1990 ; Au, Carroll, and
Scheu, 1997). Moustafa (1997) supports the use of shared reading to teach phonemic
principles.
If we teach children to recognize print words holistically in stories with a natural flow

of language through instructional strategies such as shared reading- rather than
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teaching them word parts or words in isolation- we would be providing them with the
optimum way of acquiring a large number of print words" (p.55).
What It Looks Like
The typical shared book experience happens in a relaxed and comfortable
environment where children are encouraged to chime-in and participate. The big books
are displayed on an easel or stand and left accessible for children to read on their own.
The teacher begins with a familiar song or poem written on chart paper or on the
overheard projector. Pointing to each word as it is read, the teacher continues through the
entire text. Next a familiar story is read in a big book or enlarged text format. The
teacher reads the story and encourages children to read along as much as they can. This
also might be a time when the teacher highlights a particular reading strategy or skill.
A new story is introduced next and the focus is on enjoying the story and rich
language. The teacher might ask children to make predictions before reading the story
and allow them opportunities to change or add to their predictions throughout the reading.
When the story is finished the teacher discusses the story with the children and gives
them the chance to share their opinion and feelings.
Students then have the opportunity to read smaller versions of the text or other
familiar stories independently. Children may also read charts, poems, or songs together
during this time. Other creative activities that connect with the text gives students the
chance to respond to the story. The children may make masks representing the character,
reenact the story in a play, perform a puppet show of the story, paint a picture of their
favorite part, or put together a group mural (Holdaway, 1979; Au, Carroll, and Scheu,
1997).
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Instructional Activities To Support the Use of the Shared Book Experience
The following are suggested classroom activities that reinforce and extend the use
of the Shared Book Experience (Weaver, 1990; Reutzel and Cooter, 1999; Cunningham,
1995; Au, Carroll and Scheu, 1997; Strickland, 1990).
•

Use big books, enlarged text, charts, and overhead transparencies to share print with
children.

•

Print song lyrics and poem versus on large charts for children to read.

•

Create class big books based on children's favorite predicable books. Each child
writes and illustrates a page of the book to later be placed in the classroom library.

•

Introduce reading and decoding strategies while reading real literature.

•

Encourage children to participate in the shared reading of repetitive, predictable texts
in unison response.

•

Provide pointers for children to use when reading from large charts.

•

After introducing a poem or song and practicing it several times, invite children to
find words that begin with the same consonant sound(s), end the same, or have the
same letter patterns. Have children cover these words with highlighter tape on the
chart or big book.

•

Once a book has been read, during rereadings introduce hand movements or rhythm
instruments to add variety and excitement to the story.

•

Write sentences from books on sentence strips and place them in a pocket chart.
Read the sentences with the children and then let the children watch as the strips are
cut into words. Instruct all children to close their eyes and then pick one child to
come up to the chart and chose one word card to turn over. When the other children
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open their eyes and reread the sentences they must figure out which word is hidden.
Let the child who guessed the hidden word tum it back over so the word is visible and
chose another word card to tum over.
•

Use masking as a way to call children's attention to words within a text and to the
letters that make up those words. Using a simple cardboard mask to frame a word
makes it easy for children to focus on a word.

•

A sliding mask can be used reveal the letters of the word one at a time and encourage
children's active attention to print. Place the mask over a word or sentence and let
children make predictions as to the letters that they will see. Slowly slide the mask to
reveal the letters and words and allow children to confirm or con-ect their predictions.

•

Model appropriate reading strategies while reading. Use the think aloud approach to
show children how good readers actively monitor their reading and think about print.
The teacher might make comment like, "I wonder what will happen next." or "I am a
little confused by _ _ _ "
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Sample Lesson Plan: Shared Book Experience
Anansi and the Talking Melon
(Open Court, 1995, Student Anthology p.70-87)

This lesson can be taught as a whole group or small group lesson and can be extended
over more than one lesson period if needed.
Objective
The student will be able to identify certain phonics elements as determined by the
teacher.
Essential Learnings
Reading 1.1 - use word recognition and word meaning skills to read and comprehend text
Reading 1.2 - build vocabulary through reading
Reading 2.2 - comprehend important ideas and details
Reading 3.3 - read for literary experience
Reading 4.3 - develop interests and share reading experiences
Materials
-Student anthologies
-chart of Mary Mack (student anthology, p.38)
-The Gingerbread Man in an enlarged format (commercial or teacher-made)
-Anansi and the Talking Melon in an enlarged format (commercial or teacher-made)
-highlighter tape (this is removable see-through tape that comes in many colors)
-a sliding mask
Procedures
WHOLE
1. Warm Upffune-In -The teacher and the children sing Mary Mack (which they have
already been introduced to from the basal reader). The teacher points to each word on
the chart as it is said. For the second round, the teacher instructs the boys to sing one
part and the girls sing another. The boys sing the first part of each line, and the girls
chant the repeating words. During the last round the parts are switched.
2. Old Favorite - The teacher reads the story The Gingerbread Man in an enlarged
format. The children are encouraged to chime-in during any parts they can read.
PART
r 3. Language Activities -The teacher uses a sliding mask to isolate words and letters.
The teacher has children guess the words under the mask before uncovering them.
The teacher also uses the sliding mask to isolate letters, affixes, or words which the
,
children need practice with.
4. New Story - The teacher introduces Anansi and the Talking Melon in an enlarged
format. The teacher asks the children if they have heard any other stories with the
character Anansi and prompts children to make predictions.
; 5. Once the story has been read, the teacher invites the children to find certain words.
The teacher gives clues to the class to find a word on the page. Clues such as, "this is '
a word that has a double vowel in the middle" or "who can find the word that ends
like jumping?" The teacher gives the first child that identifies the correct word a

!

I
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,
~_

small piece of highlighter tape to place on the word in the big book. The teacher
might chose words children have trouble with, or words dealing with phonics
,
elements the class has been focusing on. ___________________ ;

WHOLE
6. Independent Rereading and Related Activities - Children partner read or read in small
groups the story in their anthology or the big book using pointers. The class might
create an original story with the. character Anansi about adventures around their
classroom/school.
Suggested Children's Books
Popular children's literature to use in the shared book format includes books with
predicable patterns and language. Big books such as, Mrs. Wishy-Washy by Joy Cowley
and The Very Hungry Caterpillar by Eric Carle are wonderful stories to share with
children in an enlarged format.

Reader's
Theater
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Using Reader's Theater To Develop Fluency

What the Research Says
Reader's Theater is," ... an interpretive reading activity in which readers use
their voices to bring characters to life" (Martinez, Roser, and Strecker, 1999, p.326). The
emphasis is on children's voices and the meaning of their words, not on props, sets, or
costumes. Children do not memorize lines, instead they concentrate on reading the
character's role with expression in a dramatic style. "Unlike actors in conventional
dramas, who portray action on stage, performers in reader's theater use only their voices
and facial expressions to convey meaning. The action is left to the imaginations of the
audience" (Rasinski and Padak, 1996, p.119). Narrators are used to provide the details or
explanations that were found in the original text's narration, descriptions, or illustrations.
Text for a reader's theater script should be in the children's instructional range.
These texts should allow the reader to devote more attention to meaning, accuracy, and
expressiveness, instead of being weighed down with word identification demands.
Selected stolies should also have a straightforward plot where the characters face a
problem and solve it through thought and dialogue. Reader's theater requires that
children reread the same text over and over again to practice their part. These repeated
rereadings help children become fluent and read with expression. (Martinez, Roser, and
Strecker, 1999).
In an article by Rinehart (1999), "Don't think for a minute that I'm getting up

there": Opportunities for readers' theater in a tutorial for children with reading
problems, reader's theater was used as a method to improve fluency and confidence.
Graduate students tutored first and second graders with reading difficulties over the
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summer. The graduate students and children met together to work on phonemic
awareness, sight words, fluency, and reading strategies. "Reader's theater found a stable
presence over time as a holistic method suitable for building fluency, sight word
knowledge, and interest" (p.75). One of the benefits noted in this study was that children
were able to read text accurately that they had been unable to read before practicing for
reader's theater.
Other benefits of reader's theater include, improved reading ability, the opportunity to
practice oral reading, engaging in reading the text several times to prepare for the
performance, developing larger sight-word vocabularies, increased reading rate, and
improved reading fluency (Young and Vardell, 1993).
The following are suggested procedural guidelines for reader's theater (Rinehart,
1999):
1. Select what to read. Teacher and student can choose literature together. Literature

with dialogue is preferred.
2. Students and teacher should read and reread the text and fully discuss it.
3. Students and teacher should develop a script for the story.
4. Choose parts.
5. Decide on props that should enhance the reading and not detract from it.
6. Prepare, practice, and rehearse. Students should practice until they are fluent.
Students may practice together and switch parts.
7. Perform in front of class or other audience. During the performance, students should
read the script and not be excepted to recite from memory.
8. Discuss the performance and what was accomplished.
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In a study by Martinez, Roser, and Strecker (1999) second graders participated in
reader's theater experiences every day for ten weeks. The purpose of the study was to
see if their oral reading fluency would increase with the use of reader's theater in the
reading program. Students read stories, wrote scripts, and practiced their lines while
receiving instructional support and feedback from the teacher. At the end of the ten
weeks there were significant gains in the student's reading rate. Based on scores from
pre- and postassessments of students' oral readings of unrehearsed stories, nearly all
children were shown to have made gains. The average rate increase was 17 words per
minute. Two other second grade classes had the same stories that were used for reader's
theater in their classrooms, but did not have the reader's theater experience. In these
classrooms, there was only a gain of 6.9 words per minute. "Reader's theatre seems to
offer teachers a way to incorporate repeated readings within a meaningful and purposeful
context. Creating opportunities for students to perform before an audience requires
multiple readings of the text in order to achieve the fluency needed for the performance,
and that practice works" (p.332)
What It Looks Like
Giving children the opportunity to participate in Reader's Theater allows them the
opportunity to respond to text in a collaborative manner. In order to perform a play
children must reread the text and think about it in terms of a script. The following is a
description of a group of children who translated a basal story, "Too Much Noise" by
Ann McGovern into a reader's theater script (Shanklin and Rhodes, 1989).
On the day they were to translate the story into a script, the teacher began by
having children retell the story using their books as guides. Following the
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retelling, the teacher and children made a list of characters in the story and
discussed the role of a narrator in a play. The children then dictated the script
they wished to write, and the teacher wrote their dictation on a large chart that
they could all see. They talked about how to go about changing the dialogue of a
story into a line of a play. In that way they adapted the first 4 or 12 pages of the
story into a script. As they worked, a number of comprehension related issues
arose including a discussion about how a "bewildered" cow might look and
sound. The next day, the children read through what they had w1itten the day
before, discussed it, and decided to revise one portion of the script. That evening
she [the teacher] finished typing the entire script from the children's papers, made
copies, and prepared a copy for each character by highlighting the lines spoken.
The next day, the children practiced the entire script several times as a group, and
then read the script for the rest of the class as their audience (p.499).
Reader's theater allows children to elaborate and extend on the meaning of the
text in a creative and entertaining way. Children are working together to determine the
details of the script and the performance (Shanklin and Rhodes, 1989).
Instructional Approaches to Support the Use of Reader's Theater
The following are suggested classroom activities that reinforce and extend the use
of reader's theater (Martinez, Roser, and Strecker, 1999; Reutzel and Cooter, 1999)
•

Read the book aloud before giving it to the children to write a script. Make sure to
read it with expression and encourage discussion about how each character might feel
based upon their actions.
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•

Teach minilessons on different aspects of fluency, such as why and when a good
reader might need to slow down or speed up, or how a reader uses the circumstances
a character faces to decide how to convey that character's feelings.

•

Highlight children's part on their own script for easier reading.

•

During rehearsal let children exchange parts so they get the chance to practice each
characters lines.

•

Encourage children to make character labels and rehearse where each character will
stand during the pe1formance.

•

Make sure there is a live audience for the children to perform for. Parents, the
librarian, the counselor, and other classes can all be invited to be a part of the
audience.

•

Encourage students to take home scripts for further practice.

•

Select stories with a lot of action, dialogue, and suspense.

•

Have students select their three most desired choices and write them on a slip of
paper to give to the teacher. The teacher then assign parts to students, trying to meet
their requests.
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Sample Lesson Plan for Reader's Theater
The Big Team Relay Race
(Open Court, 1995, Student Anthology p.28-37)
This lesson is designed for a group of 8 or 9 children. This lesson should be extended
over a period of 4 or 5 days.
Objective
The student will be able to read The Big Team Relay Race fluently and perform a prut in
the reader's theater production.
Essential Learnings
Reading 1.1 - use word recognition and word meaning skills to read and comprehend text
Reading 1.2 - build vocabulary through reading
Reading 1.3 - read fluently, adjusting reading for purpose and material
Reading 2.1 - comprehend important ideas and details
Reading 2.3 - think critically and analyze authors' use of language, style, purpose, and
perspective
Reading 3.2 - read to perform a task
Materials
-student anthologies
-large chart paper (blank)
-enough copies of the final script for each child
Procedures
WHOLE
1. The teacher presents the story, The Big Team Relay Race. The teacher reads it aloud
with expression. After reading, the teacher encourages a discussion about the
characters and plot.

PART
r 2. Together the teacher and students make a list of all the characters in the play. They
talk about the role of the narrator and what the narrator will need to say in order for
the play to make sense to the audience.
3. Together the teacher and students write a script for the play, changing the dialogue
into character lines and adding the part of narrator. The teacher supports the students
and writes their dictation on chart paper, but the process should remain mainly
student directed.
4. The teacher types up the final script and gives a copy to each child with their part
highlighted.
5. The teacher allows the group time to practice reading through the script together.
Each time they practice, children switch the part that they read. The teacher coaches
the children to read with enthusiasm and expression.
~- The s13dents are given one final practice session to read through~ script. ____ _

(
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WHOLE
7. The students perform their reader's theater play in front of a live audience.
8. The students and the teacher discuss how the performance went and offer
recommendations for the next script.

Suggested Children's Books
Books that are easily converted to reader's theater scripts include those which have a lot
of dialogue such as the Max and Ruby series of st01ies by Rosemary Wells and many
traditional folk and fairy tales like The Little Red Hen.
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CHAPTERS
Summaiy, Conclusions, and Recommendations
Summary
The purpose of this project was to construct a teacher's handbook that explained
holistic strategies, based on the whole language philosophy, that could be integrated into
a phonics-based first grade basal reading program. The teacher's handbook identified and
described four classroom strategies: decoding by analogy, contextual analysis, the shared
book experience, and reader's theater. Following each strategy was a sample lesson plan
that demonstrated the application of the strategy using one story from the Open Court:
Collections for Young Scholars Reading Series (1995) first grade phonics-based basal
reading program. The lesson plans followed a whole-part-whole format in which familiar
text and guided practice in decoding were key components.
Conclusions
The debate on traditional methods of reading instruction verses the whole
language approach is ongoing. Each method has its strengths and weaknesses that need
to be considered. Phonics is an essential ingredient to any efficient reading program, but
it lacks the meaning centered foundation of whole language. Basal reading programs,
phonics, and whole language can all be combined to provide children with the very best
opportunity to meet their literacy potential. Since no one method has been shown to
address the needs of all students, it is up to teachers to combine the strengths of each
method to provide their students with as many tools as possible. This project sought to
serve as a model to demonstrate the combination of a phonics-based basal reading
program and a holistic approach through the development oflesson plans and activities.
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Several conclusions concerning basal reading programs, phonics instruction, and the
holistic approach to teaching were developed during the course of this project.
Recommendations
For holistic strategies to be successfully implemented a phonics-based basal
reading program, it is critical for all teachers to understand and fully support the
rationale. Prior to implementation of holistic strategies, the following is recommended:
1. Teachers take classes and read books and research articles in order to remain updated
on the latest educational research on reading instruction.
2. Teachers should plan and gather materials before the lessons to ensure success.
3. Parents should be educated and informed of their vital role in their child's literacy
development.

REFERENCES

Adams, M. J. (1990). Beginning to read: Thinking and learning about print.
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.
Allington, R. L. (1983). The reading instruction provided readers of differing
reading abilities. The Elementary School Journal, 83 (5), 548-557.
Altwerger, B., Edelsky, C., & Flores, B. M. (1987). Whole language: What's
new? The Reading Teacher, 145-155.
Altwerger, B., & Flores B. (1989). Abandoning the basal: Some aspects of the
change process. Theory Into Practice, 28 (4), 288-294.
Anderson, R. C., Hiebe1i, E. H., Scott, J. A, & Wilkinson, I. A.G. (1985).
Becoming a nation of readers: The report of the commission on reading. Champaign, IL:
Center for the Study of Reading.
Aukerman, R. C. (1981). The basal reader approach to reading. New: John
Wiley & Sons.
Baumann, J. F., & Heubach, K. M. (1996). Do basal readers deskill teachers? A
national survey of educators' use and opinions of basals. The Elementary School
Journal, 96 (5), 511-525.
Bloome, D., & Nieto, S. (1989). Children's understanding ofbasal readers.
Theory Into Practice, 28 (4), 258-264.
Bridge, C. A. (1989). Beyond the basal in beginning reading. In P. N. Winograd,
K. K. Wixson, & M. Y. Lipson (Eds.), Improving basal reading instruction (pp.177-209).
New York, New York: Teachers College Press.

40

41

Brophy, J.E., & Good, T. L. (1986). Teacher behavior and student achievement.
In Handbook of Research on Teaching, 3rd ed. Ed. Merlin C. Wittrock, (pp.328-75). New
York: Macmillan.
Chall, J. S. (1983). Learning to read: The great debate. Updated ed. New York:
McGraw-Hill.
Commission on Reading, National Council of Teachers of English. (1989). Basal
readers and the state of American reading instruction: A call for action. Language Arts,
66 (8), 896-898.
Cooter, R. B., Jr., & Flynt, E. S. (1989). Blending whole language and basal
reader instruction. Reading Horizons, 29 (4), 275-282.
Dahl, K. L., & Scharer, P. L. (2000). Phonics teaching and learning in whole
language classrooms: New evidence from research. The Reading Teacher, 53 (7), 584594.
Duffy, G. G., Roehler, L. R., & Putnam, J. (1987). Putting the teacher in control:
Basal reading textbooks and instructional decision making. The Elementary School
Journal, 87 (3), 357-365.
Eldredge, L. (1991). An experiment with a modified whole language approach in
first-grade classrooms. Reading Research and Instruction, 30 (3), 21-28.
Eldredge, L. (1995). Teaching decoding in holistic classrooms. Columbus,
Ohio: Merrill.
Fountas, I. C., & Hannigan, I. L. (1989, Spring). Making sense of whole
language. The pursuit of informed teaching. Childhood Education, 133-137.

42

Freppon, P.A., & Dahl, K. L. (1991). Learning about phonics in a whole
language classroom. Language Arts, 68, 190-197.
Goodman, D. (1989). Wings to read with: A teacher's perspective on basal
readers. Theory Into Practice, 28 (4), 274-280.
Goodman, K. (1986). What's whole in whole language? Ontario, Canada:
Scholastic.
Goodman, K. S. (1988). Look what they've done to Judy Blume!: The
'basalization' of children's literature. The New Advocate, 1 (1 ), 29-41.
Goodman, K. S. (1989). Beyond basal readers: taking charge of your own
teaching. In G. Manning, & M. Manning (Eds.), Whole language: Beliefs and Practices,
K-8 (pp.217-219). Washington, D.C.: National Education Association.
Goodman, K. S., Shannon, P., Freeman, Y. S., & Murphy, S. (1988). Report card
on basal readers. Katonah, NY: Richard C. Owen Publishers, Inc ..
Harris, T. L., & Hodges, R. E. (Eds.). (1995). The literacy dictionary. Newark,
Delaware: International Reading Association.
Heymsfeld, C. R. (1989). Filling the hole in whole language. Educational
Leadership, 65-68.
Hinchey, P.H., Adonizio, S., DeMarco, N., & Fetchina, K. (1999). Sketching a
self-portrait of skills instruction: Classroom research and accountability. Language Arts,
77 (1 ), 19-26.
Lipson, M. Y., & Wixon, K. K. (1989). Student evaluation and basal instruction.
In P. N. Winograd, K. K. Wixson, & M. Y. Lipson (Eds.), Improving basal reading
instruction (pp.109-137). New York, New York: Teachers College Press.

43

McCallum, R. D. (1988). Don't throw the basals out with the bath water. The
Reading Teacher, 42, 204-207.
Morrow, L. M. (1989). Creating a bridge to children's literature. In P. N.
Winograd, K. K. Wixson, & M. Y. Lipson (Eds.), Improving basal reading instruction
(pp.210-227). New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Newman, J.M., & Church, S. M., (1990). Myths of whole language. The
Reading Teacher, 44 (1 ), 20-26.
Open Court: Collections for Young Scholars. (1995). Peru, IL: Open Court
Publishing Company.
Osbourn, J. H. (1989). Summary: Improving basal reading instruction. In P. N.
Winograd, K. K. Wixson, & M. Y. Lipson (Eds.), Improving basal reading instruction
(pp.271-296). New York, NY: Teachers College Press.
Reutzel, D.R., & Cooter, R. B. (1990). Whole language: Comparative effects on
first-grade reading achievement. Journal of Educational Research, 83 (5), 252-257.
Reutzel, D.R., & Cooter, R. B., Jr. (1996). Teaching children to read: From
basals to books (2"d ed.). Columbus, Ohio: Merrill.
Rich, S. J. (1989). Restoring power to teachers: The impact of"whole
language." In G. Manning, & M. Manning (Eds.), Whole language: Beliefs and Practices,
K-8 (pp.220-228). Washington, D.C.: National Education Association.
Scheu, J. A., Tanner, D. K., & Au, K. H. (1989). Integrating seatwork with the
basal lesson. In P. N. Winograd, K. K. Wixson, & M. Y. Lipson (Eds.), Improving basal
reading instruction (pp.86-105). New York, NY: Teachers College Press.

44

Shannon, P. (1989). Basal readers: Three perspectives. Theory Into Practice, 28
(4), 235-239.
Slaughter, H.B. (1988). Indirect and direct teaching in a whole language
program. The Reading Teacher, 30-34.
Smith, F. (1994). Understanding reading (5 111 ed.). Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates, Publishers.
Strickland, D.S. (1998). What's basic in beginning reading?: Finding common
ground. Educational Leadership, 6-10.
Squire, J. R. (1989). A reading program for all seasons. Theory Into Practice. 28
(4), 254-256.
U.S. Department of Education. (1986). What works: Research about teaching
and learning. Washington, D. C.: U.S. Department of Education.
Washington State Commission on Student Learning. (1997). Essential academic
learning requirements: Technical manual. Olympia, WA: Author.
Weaver, C. (1990). Understanding whole language from principles to practice.
Toronto, Canada: Irwin Publishing.
Winograd, P. (1989). Introduction: Understanding reading instruction. In P. N.
Winograd, K. K. Wixson, & M. Y. Lipson (Eds.), Improving basal reading instruction
(pp.1-17). New York, NY: Teachers College Press.

